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Abstract 
     The growing importance of emerging markets requires us to understand how to create and manage good 
relationships with all stakeholders in these specific contexts. Within the framework of International Relationship 
Marketing, this research aims to verify the importance of trust, commitment and cultural orientation in the early 
stages of relationships within emerging markets. 
 
© 2014 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of the 10th 
International Strategic Management Conference 
 
Keywords: International Relationship Marketing, Emerging Markets, Stakeholders management, Trust, Commitment, Culture 
1. Introduction 
Since the economic crisis of 2008 in the West, many companies have started to focus more on foreign 
markets, increasing their investments in internationalisation processes, in particular, towards markets with 
the highest growth rates, such as the emerging countries (Sheth, 2011). 
This research examines the internationalisation process of European SMEs in India, with the aim of 
understanding the main problems a company faces in its early stage of internationalisation and how to 
create a more competitive relationship strategy with stakeholders of a different cultural background.  
Many previous studies have already demonstrated the importance of relational aspects in the 
internationalisation process, to increase an organisation's performance (Ballantyne, 2009; Johnson, Lewin 
and Speckman, 1999; Sheth and Parvatiyar, 2001).  
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Within the frameworks of Relationship Marketing, trust, commitment and cultural orientation are 
some of the most relevant elements to create a strong relationship-based strategy with stakeholders 
because they can increase firms' competitiveness and performance. However, a few studies have 
highlighted that the risk of ignoring potential barriers will achieve only short-term or superficial changes, 
rather than the more fundamental change in organisational practices suggested by a paradigm shift (Piercy 
and Nigel, 1998). 
Furthermore, in an International Relationship Marketing context, emerging markets characteristics 
may require a different nature and formality of relations, due to the fact that they are deeply affected by 
cultural aspects. At the same time, it is unclear whether the basic elements of an international relationship, 
with emerging market partners in the initial stage of relationship, are variables of strength on which to 
base the partnership or items to build together with experience. 
 
2. Literature review 
2.1. Relationship Marketing 
Relationship Marketing can be defined as “all marketing activities directed towards establishing, 
developing and maintaining successful relational exchanges” (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). The strategic 
importance of relationships in economic interactions was discussed for the first time in 1980s thanks to 
some studies on Relationship Marketing that demonstrated the importance of a long-term relationship 
approach with the customer instead of a short-term transaction one (Berry, 1983; Levitt, 1983; Jackson, 
1985). This new approach has an impact also on the long-term strategic marketing decisions of companies 
(Gummesson, 1987,1994). 
Starting from this new paradigm of marketing, three main Schools were developed: the North-
American School (whose main authors are: Levitt, 1983, a and b; Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Evans and 
Laskin, 1994; Berry, 1983; Sheth and Parvatiyar, 1995); the Anglo-Australian School (whose main 
authors are Christopher, Payne and Ballantyne, 2002); and the Nordic School (whose main authors are: 
Gummesson, Lethineu, Grönroos, 1997; Gummesson, 1987; Grönroos, 1991). All these Schools consider 
it fundamental to focus not only on the final customer, but also on the creation of long-term relationships 
with other stakeholders (such as suppliers, institutions, intermediate customers) to implement the 
company’s value proposition and therefore its competitiveness in the market (Berry, 1995; Hunt, 1997; 
Christopher, Payne and Ballantyne, 2002). 
Morgan and Hunt (1994), in particular, divided the main stakeholder partnerships into four groups: 
Supplier partnerships (goods suppliers and services suppliers), Buyer partnerships (intermediate 
customers and ultimate customers), Lateral partnerships (competitors, non profit organizations, 
Government) and Internal partnerships (business units, employees, functional departments). They also 
purpose the Commitment-Trust Theory, a model where trust and commitment are considered the key 
variables to influence, positively or negatively, the relationship between two partners. In particular, trust 
is defined as “when one party has confidence in an exchange partner’s reliability and integrity”, while 
commitment is defined as “an exchange partner believing that an on-going relationship with another is so 
important as to warrant maximum efforts at maintaining it” (Morgan and Hunt, 1994, p. 23). 
From a managerial point of view, companies have some difficulties in managing relationships with 
different stakeholders, focusing their efforts mainly in the dyadic buyer-seller relationship (Egan 2003 
and 2006; Zineldin and Philipson, 2007; O’Toole and Donaldson, 2002). It is clear that to operate in a 
global market and to provide real exchange value in its different contexts, a wide marketing view such as 
the Relationship Marketing approach one, is fundamental (Ballantyne, 2009).  
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2.2. International Relationship Marketing  
Since the beginning of the development of Relationship Marketing approach, it was clear for 
researchers that if the ability to manage relationships is important in a local market, it becomes 
fundamental in an international context, where the competitive advantage depends on individual 
knowledge and abilities (Hunt and Morgan, 1994). By creating a long-term relationship, it is possible to 
understand the specific needs of clients, which can appear very different from one market to another 
(Berry, 1983 a, Thorelli, 1986) and to increase the advantages for all the parties involved (Johnson, Lewin 
and Speckman, 1999; Sheth and Parvatiyar, 2001). A large number of studies confirm the relevance of 
trust (Doherty and Alexander, 2004; Leek, Turnbull and Naudè, 2006; Bianchi and Saleh, 2011; Styles, 
Patterson and Ahmed, 2008; Katsikeas, Skarmeas and Bello, 2009;) and commitment (Griffith, Myers and 
Harvey, 2006; Doherty and Alexander, 2004; Haugland, 1999; Bianchi and Saleh, 2011; Styles, Patterson 
and Ahmed, 2008; Sichtmann and Von Selasinsky, 2010) also in an international context.  
Another important variable that emerges is the cultural aspect: RM can assume different meanings 
according to the specific characteristics of different countries (Franke, Hofstede and Bond, 1991; Palmer, 
1987, 1995 and 1997), and cultural distance can limit the possibilities of success if it is not taken into 
consideration and mitigated (Chandler and Graham, 2010; Johnston, Lewin and Speckman, 1999). 
2.3. Relationship marketing within BRICs and Emerging Markets 
Since the 1950s, some geographic areas of the world, characterised by a situation of widespread 
poverty, started developing at a high growth rate, even if in a non-homogeneous way (Palmer, 1995). In 
2001 Jim O’Neill, a manager of Goldman Sachs, wrote an article entitled “Building Better Global 
Economic BRICs” in which he discussed the state of the global economy with a particular emphasis on 
the relationship between the G7 and some of the larger emerging market economies of the moment: 
Brazil, Russia, India and China. These markets represent an important opportunity for companies, who 
are orienting their internationalisation strategies towards them. However, usually BRICs are not only 
geographically distant from the country of origin of these companies, but they also have peculiar 
characteristics that also influence relational behaviour and therefore also the International Relationship 
Marketing approach (Brush and Rexha, 2007; Bianchi and Saleh, 2011).  
The two main aspects that can positively impact relationships in the emerging markets are culture and 
trust. The cultural aspect is strategically critical because it shows the level of open-mindedness and 
adaptability of the company to local environment and traditions (Phan, Styles and Patterson, 2005; 
Hewett, Money and Sharma, 2006; Brush and Rexha, 2007; Shapiro, Ozanne and Saatcioglu, 2008; 
Bianchi and Saleh, 2011). Trust is an important variable to create a relationship, but it seems that it is 
strictly connected with the development of a cultural sensibility from which the perception of trust also 
arises (Phan, Styles and Patterson, 2005; Brush and Rexha, 2007; Shapiro, Ozanne and Saatcioglu, 2008; 
Styles, Patterson and Ahmed, 2008; Bianchi and Saleh, 2011). 
2.4. Development of Research Questions 
The above literature review showed the importance of stakeholders' relationship management both in 
a local and in an international context. However some critical aspects emerged, which have not yet been 
investigated in depth. This research was driven by four main research questions derived from gaps in 
literature. 
Some studies on Relationship Marketing demonstrated that, despite the strategic importance accorded 
to relations (Hewett, Money and Sharma, 2006; Styles, Patterson and Ahmed, 2008; Ballantyne, 2009; 
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Bianchi and Saleh, 2011), companies still have difficulty in managing relationships with different 
stakeholders, focusing more on a dyadic buyer-seller relationship (Egan 2003 and 2006; Zineldin and 
Philipson, 2007; O’Toole and Donaldson, 2002). The first research doubt is related to understand which 
subjects are companies working with, when they enter in a new market. 
RQ1: Do firms interact with a multiplicity of stakeholders in the early stage of the internationalisation 
process? 
 
The International Relationship Marketing literature review showed that an international context can 
have an impact on Relationship Marketing, causing an adaptation of its strategies (Berry, 1983; Thorelli, 
1986). In fact, some differences in economic performance can partially be provoked by local cultural 
differences (Franke, Hofstede and Bond, 1991). The main relational variables that a firm should 
implement in an international context are: Trust, Commitment and Culture. Recently, international 
attention has been on BRICs and emerging markets, even if there is a lack of research about the relational 
impact of geographic and cultural distance (Brush and Rexha, 2007), in particular with emerging market 
partners and in the introduction stage of the relationship. The following research questions are related to 
main three variables and are defined to find out how companies perceive their importance, when they 
need to find new partners entering in emerging markets. 
RQ2: Has “Trust” a strategic relevance in the early stage of stakeholder relationship in an emerging 
market context? 
RQ3: Does “Commitment” positively impact stakeholder relationship in an emerging market context? 
RQ4: Does “Cultural orientation” have a positive impact on stakeholder relationship in an emerging 
market context? 
 
3. Methodology 
3.1. Research Goal and method 
Within the framework of International Relationship Marketing, this research aims to verify the 
importance of Trust, Commitment and Cultural orientation in the early stages of relationships within 
emerging markets, with different stakeholders. This paper explores if those three main variables, well 
studied in Relationship Marketing, vary or not in an emerging market context, such as India, with 
different stakeholders. To answer the four RQs, qualitative research using a multiple case study method 
has been used (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003).  
3.2. Sample and Data Collection 
This research relies upon in-depth personal interviews with CEOs and managers in a high-value 
product industry. The kitchen industry is particularly interesting for Relationship Marketing, due to the 
tangible and intangible nature of its products and services. Physical products require physical distribution 
and professional installation, and therefore the creation of a BtoB relationship is particularly relevant. 
This product, furthermore, has a high level of intangible values (design, quality, customisation, brand) 
that need to be correctly understood by final customers. Moreover, the Italian kitchen furniture industry 
has been highly oriented to international markets for decades and, more recently, started to enter the 
Indian market (Tab. 1). 
Interviews were directed towards two groups of companies: Italian producers and Indian potential 
stakeholders. For the Italian interviews, 12 CEOs and managers from 8 furniture companies were 
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involved (see Tab. 1 for details). Companies were selected from 56 members of the main Italian Furniture 
Association, whose interest in the Indian market and their availability for this research we requested. 
 
Table 1.  Italian sample description 
Company name International
ization 
Presence 
in India 
Nr subjects 
interviewed 
Role Number of 
Employees 
Revenues range € 
Arcus Since 80’s 2010 1 CEO  169 2.500.000 - 5.000.000  
Scavus Since 1996 2004 3 General Manager  
Vice-president  
Export manager  
547 Over 50.000.000  
Eurus Since 1992 2006 2 CEO 
Export manager 
117 10.000.000 - 13.000.000  
Recus Since 90’s 2010 1  Export manager 154 10.000.000 - 13.000.000 
Valus Since 1996 2005 2 CEO 
Export manager 
564 13.000.000 - 25.000.000  
Snaius Since 90’s 2005 1 Export manager 172 25.000.000 - 50.000.000  
Elmus Since 1992 2009 1 CEO 42 5.000.000 - 10.000.000 
Spatiusdesign Since 2010 2011 1  Export manager Na 1.000.000 - 2.500.000  
 
For the Indian sample, 8 subjects were interviewed, not specifically connected to Italian producers of 
the first sample (see Tab. 2 for a short description); 4 types of stakeholders were included, according 
Morgan and Hunt’s stakeholder relationship classification (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Companies were 
selected by Indian industry experts and were located mainly in the Andra Pradesh area in India. 
 
Table 2.  Indian sample description 
Name Role Short description 
Godstè Buyer  Indian furniture producer and retailer with a long history spanning centuries. Interested in a 
partnership with an Italian partner to complete its offer. 
Casastè Buyer  Official retailer and distributor of Scavus for the whole India. It has a deep knowledge of 
Italian companies since it has previously worked for another Italian company. 
Lingastè Buyer Furniture distributor with suppliers from different countries, China and Malaysia included.  
Polistè Service supplier Indian import/export and consulting company with a deep knowledge of Italian market and 
cultural characteristics. 
Connestè Service supplier  Italian-Indian import/export and consulting company. 
Samastè Service supplier Indian consulting company for foreign companies. 
Fedestè Furniture Assoc. International department of furniture association for the wood supply chain.  
Icestè Government Indian department of government institution with offices all over the world for the 
promotion of Italian companies and Made in Italy.  
During interviews informants were allowed to speak freely on the subject of interest to the 
researchers, however a general interview protocol was prepared as follow: an initial warm up phase (brief 
overview of research and participants; assure the privacy of the information given; obtain authorization to 
record); a descriptive phase on company and participants background (history, industry related 
information, mission and values of the company, main marketing and internationalization strategies); an 
open discussion on main research topics (collaboration orientation, cooperation, information sharing 
tactics with different countries and different kind of stakeholders, main goals, critical problems or 
barriers, partner selection and related examples with particular interest in emerging markets); a final 
phase on general perceptions of next challenges they see in the future before closing remarks.  Interview 
guidelines have been slightly adapted to role and location of respondents of the two samples. 
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3.3. Data Analysis  
The qualitative method was used to investigate RQs in depth based on Morgan and Hunt framework 
(1994). It included different groups of stakeholders in the analysis: suppliers’ relationship, buyers 
relationships, lateral relationships, internal relationships. All the interviews, about 1-1.5 hours long, were 
recorded and transcribed. Two independent researchers used a coding technique on transcriptions to 
verify the importance of the variables and make a cross-case analysis (Yin, 2003). All three main 
variables (Trust, Commitment and Cultural aspects) were searched as words and meanings in 
transcriptions of both samples.  
 
4. Findings 
4.1. Stakeholders Relationships Analysis in the early stage of a relationship 
RQ1 aimed to investigate who are the most important stakeholders entering a new physically and 
culturally distant market (in this case, in India) and why some relationships are considered more strategic 
than others.  
From the analysis of the first sample interviews, the majority were found to be dyadic buyer-seller 
relationships. We can explain this orientation by the fact that Italian companies were not interested, or 
able, to develop a direct presence in the local market with their own stores, and neither with the creation 
of partnerships with local producers. This result is basically common to all companies that choose this 
internationalisation strategy, independent of the market they are trying to enter. In our case, problems 
may occur in buyers selection, due to the difficulties of getting information on the main players, and the 
absence of brand awareness in foreign markets. Italian brands in this market do not have any different 
positioning or even awareness, except for “Made in Italy” or European sounding names, and relationships 
start without any supplier/customer dominance. Since the contact with final customer is mediated, the 
creation of a collaborative partnership with intermediate partners is essential to obtain strategic market 
information. 
 Regarding lateral partnerships, companies tend to create a synergy to increase their value proposition 
both with complementary companies of the same industry (such as bedrooms, bathrooms and sofa 
producers) in order to propose a unique solution whole Italian style house; and with companies of 
different industries (such as designers, architects, but also stylists or famous chefs) with whom they share 
the same ideas of design and aesthetic sense. Other lateral partnerships (associations and institutional 
bodies) are considered important but not strategic: managers believe there is a lack of effectiveness in 
satisfying members’ needs. 
From an Indian stakeholders’ point of view, Italian companies act with a low level of commitment 
since they tend to have an individualistic attitude, focusing only on personal objectives instead of a win-
win strategy. Moreover, in some cases, they took part of some promotional events sending their products 
in local markets, but without the presence of an employee and therefore missing the important 
opportunity to directly interact with distributors and final customers. 
 
4.2. Trust, Commitment and Cultural aspects in the early stage of a relationship 
 
RQ2,3,4 had the goal of evaluating the importance of the three main variables in RM literature (Trust, 
Commitment and Cultural aspects) in the early stage of the creation of a relationship in the context of an 
emerging market. In Fig. 1 we summarised the percentage of case studies where those three variables 
were mentioned as a specific word or as a general meaning in all transcriptions.  
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Figure1. Importance perceived of Trust, Commitment and Cultural aspects in Italian and Indian samples 
 
 
 
Trust was often considered one of the most relevant aspects in RM literature (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; 
Leek, Turnbull and Naudè, 2006; Bianchi and Saleh, 2011). However, it is interesting to note that in our 
research it is not perceived as important in the initial phase of a relationship. Trust needs time to be built 
and it has to be confirmed by facts and behaviours of the subjects involved in an interaction (Doherty and 
Alexander, 2008), and it was confirmed by an Italian manager: “These are not things that born so simply, 
‘tick&tack’: these are long-term investments” (Valus). 
Cases selected in the Italian sample started their internationalisation process in India only a few years 
ago, and the geographical and cultural distance impacts in the capability to create a trustworthy 
relationship: “Emerging markets are conceptually more distant, there is a lower chance of seeing each 
other directly” (Elmus); “We opened a selling point 4 years ago in Bangalore. Even now we’re not sure 
to understand them at all” (Snaius). Local Indian partners confirmed the need for time to gather 
information and to create a trustworthy relationship: they go and visit the company of their foreign 
partner (Casastè and Lingastè) and, if possible and according to their traditions, they look for a common 
friend who can confirm the trustworthiness of the partner (Casastè).  
If trust needs time to be built, the evaluation of the level of commitment of partners becomes more 
important, especially when they represent the mediator subject in the local market (Dwyer, Schurr and 
Ho, 1987; Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Companies establish the real interest of the buyers in the product 
“sometimes distributors tend to behave more as investors than real sellers interested in this trade” 
(Snaius e Scavus), “they are trying to seize the opportunities of the moment, rather than to create 
relationships and develop future projects” (Elmus). To avoid this risk, Italian furniture companies invest 
in partners who demonstrate to “love Italy” (Snaius), “love our product” (Valus) and that “are proud to 
have a direct relationship with us” (Recus), also thanks to “our activity to stimulate them continuously” 
(Scavus). “Our actual best seller (..) at the beginning didn’t know anything about furniture, but he was 
totally dedicated to our cause” (Scavus). The importance of commitment is confirmed by local Indian 
companies to choose the best partner: “(with the previous supplier) we were only a distributor, but with 
the new Italian partner it’s the first time we interact directly with them (..); they gave us the possibility to 
become the dealer for all India” (Casastè). 
The cultural aspect represents one of the key variables that can influence the creation of a relationship 
(Franke, Hofstede and Bond, 1991; Chandler and Graham, 2010) especially in emerging markets, 
characterised by a large physical and cultural distance (Phan, Styles and Patterson, 2005; Shapiro, Ozanne 
and Saatcioglu, 2008; Bianchi and Saleh, 2011). Companies who distinguish different aspects of the 
cultural diversity confirm its importance. One of these is the difficulty to understand the traditional 
cultural characteristics of a very vast country: “The North and the South of India are very different for 
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traditions, culture, religions. It’s like if we compare Naples (south Italy) with Scandinavia, which are 
both in Europe” (Recus).  
Another cultural aspect is the contradiction typical of societies with a high level of economic growth, 
which leads to a large difference in the purchasing behaviour of very rich people, who are more 
influenced by western culture, and poorer people: “it’s still a country with its own specific characteristics, 
even if they have a high purchasing power, in line with modern countries” (Recus); “They have an idea 
of western style, but they don’t understand it at 100%, they don’t perceive the difference between a 
quality kitchen and a normal one, it’s an accessory still not yet perfectly identified” (Snaius). “India has 
potential, but it isn’t yet a real demand, and it has to be provoked by real estate builders and 
distributors” (Snaius). Local stakeholders and sellers confirm this perception also, who declare: “modular 
kitchen and furniture demand is growing only in urban areas, in metropolises (..), we need to educate the 
consumer” (Godstè); “Indian mentality is changing: once when they bought something, they thought it 
had to last until the next generation. Today instead there is a “use & throw away” mentality (..) We know 
that there is a great difference qualitatively, but our customers don’t see it and they buy Chinese 
products” (Lingastè).  
The managerial and corporate culture (Deshpandé, Farley and Webster, 1993) is the last aspect that 
emerged as a critical point for consideration. The delivery and the installation of furniture, and of kitchens 
in particular, requires specific competencies that are difficult to find in local partners: “(the local 
distributor) didn’t even know how to import the product, which doesn’t only mean to fill a container, but 
you also have to consider customs, duties…For them, an imported kitchen is an imported kitchen, no 
matter if it is a one thousand or ten thousands euros kitchen” (Valus); “our partner thought that to sell 
kitchens he could use the same strategies as to sell appliances, but it isn’t so!” (Scavus). The importance 
of mutually understanding the corporate culture is confirmed also by local partners: “to work together you 
have to understand the product and you have to habit to the company’s policies and it requires time, it’s a 
continuous learning process” (Casastè). 
 5. Conclusions 
      This research conducted in a high-value product industry, and involving different stakeholders of 
its network, contributed to apply the International Relationship Marketing framework within a new 
context, reinforcing the importance of trust, commitment and cultural orientation in the early stage of 
relationships within emerging markets. Firstly, findings highlighted the kind of subjects companies work 
with when they enter in a new market: while dyadic market relationships are immediately searched and 
considered strategic, lateral partnerships, that theoretically could help in these kind of transitions, are 
surprisingly not a priority for companies in these samples. Despite IRM theories stressed the importance 
of having a structured network orientation as powerful tool to gain success in distant markets, empirical 
results showed that companies initially act with traditional decision making processes and are not fully 
prepared to face those complex new environments.      
Findings related to three main variables research questions (Trust, Commitment, Culture) showed the 
relevance of Cultural aspects in all the case studies. In particular, managerial and corporate culture were 
underlined as critical aspects of relations with distant stakeholders, by both sides. Accordingly to this, at 
the same time we found different approaches discussing about Trust. Even if this variable has not been 
considered as fundamental in the early stage of relationship, Indians cited "Trust" related aspects more 
then Italians, who seemed to be more interested in evaluating the level of Commitment of their partners.  
The main limitation of this research is that the survey was conducted in one specific industrial business 
context. Results should be tested also in a service business context, where processes are different and 
knowledge management may need more trustable ways to interconnect stakeholders.  
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